Background
Introduction
The recent nutritional recommendations for adults and children by the government Committee on Medical Aspects of Food Policy have highlighted the importance of children's nutrient intake because of its possible influence on cardiovascular disease in adulthood. 1 The Nutrition Task Force set up to implement the dietary targets of the Health of the nation White Paper 2 has recognized the importance of the school meals catering sector in helping to achieve these aims, and that people with low incomes may experience particular difficulties in obtaining a varied and healthy diet. 3 It is therefore appropriate to examine the school meals uptake of the low income families on Family Credit, who lost their right to free school meals in April 1988. 4 They were compensated by an increase in Family Credit of 65p per child per schoolday (Analytical Services Division, Department of Social Security, personal communication, 1995) , but this was not identified as such in the payment receipt. This was the average cost of a school meal in 1988. Only the families on Income Support continued to be entitled to free school meals. Subsequent to 1988 (personal communication as above) the government Family Credit allowance for the school meal has been effectively the 65p updated by the 'retail price index excluding housing' (the ROSSI index 5 ). Family Credit is a tax-free benefit paid to people in work who are on low incomes, and who are responsible for at least one dependent child 6 (in April 1992 the definition of in work was reduced from 24 to 16 hours 7 ). The amount received is primarily governed by the net earnings and the number of dependent children. Income Support is payable to persons who are not in work and whose resources are less than the 'specific needs allowance'. 6 The National Study of Health and Growth (NSHG) provides the opportunity of studying the uptake of school meals in the 1980s and early 1990s in two samples, each consisting of about 7000 English primary school children; one sample is of inner city children with a high proportion of African-Afro-Caribbean and Indian-Pakistani (referred to as Asian) origin 8 and the other sample is more representative of the whole population of England. 8 ' 9 The children at the schools in each sample are studied biennially. The school meals uptake of children in the Family Credit families can be contrasted with that of the families receiving Income Support and with families who are not receiving any benefit.
This information on school meals uptake by type of benefit over time is not readily available from relevant official statistics. The NSHG is able to identify families who are eligible for free school meals from their receipt of benefits as reported on the survey questionnaire.
Methods
The representative sample The 22 NSHG sample areas making up this sample in England were originally selected in 1971 9 by stratified random sampling according to levels of social disadvantage. In each area primary schools were selected to provide about 350 children in the age range 5-11 years. In the majority of the areas there was only one school. The sampling design was intended to obtain more children from poorer social groups. However, it was found that this sample was very similar in terms of social class to representative samples. 8 The children in these primary schools were surveyed every even year. Data from the surveys between 1982 and 1992 inclusive are analysed. During this period, three NSHG areas were each replaced by another area within the same stratum, and one school was replaced and another added within its own area. The 22 NSHG areas represented 21 Education Authority areas, 20 after an area was replaced in 1988. Another Education Authority changed when an NSHG area was replaced in 1992.
The number of eligible children at each survey during this period ranged from 6695 to 7234. NonCaucasian children in the representative sample were omitted from these analyses. The proportion so omitted increased from 6 per cent in 1982 to 12 per cent in 1992. In 1992, one area did not provide a school meals service apart from the statutory minimum of a packed lunch for Income Support children. For comparability, this area, with between 445 and 495 Caucasian children, has been omitted from all the analyses.
The inner city sample
This NSHG sample was chosen to select AfroCaribbean, Indian and Pakistani, and Caucasian inner city children. 8 The first survey was conducted in 1983 and then continued in the subsequent odd years. Twenty NSHG areas were sampled in England. In the 1983-1993 period inclusive the only replacements were of three schools within their original areas. The analyses for 1988 onwards were repeated excluding from the Family Credit group persons who also ticked that they had free school meals. It was assumed that they were on Income Support and had mistakenly answered yes to the Family Credit question. For example, 8 per cent and 15 per cent of the Family Credit group were so omitted for the 1990 and 1991 analyses, respectively. However, the results given in the tables and graphs are with these persons consistently included throughout the decade. 
Results

Non-response
Of the Caucasian children in the representative sample, those for whom there was no questionnaire decreased from 11 per cent in 1982 to 7 per cent in 1992, and the remainder of the 'Not Known' group also decreased from 7 per cent to 5 per cent. No questionnaire was received for between 18 and 23 per cent of the eligible inner city children at each survey, and the remainder of the 'Not Known' group, with partially completed questionnaires, made up between 13 and 17 per cent. For each sample less than 0-4 per cent of the total sample did not answer the school meals question if the benefit group was known.
The benefit groups Table 1 gives the numbers of children and percentages in each benefit group for the two samples over time.
Over the decade there was a consistent increase in the proportion of Family Credit children in each sample, and a decrease in the percentage of No Benefit families in the inner city sample. The small number of children in families stating that they received unemployment benefit but not Income Support or Family Credit is shown for completeness. proportions. Even higher percentages of inner city Family Credit children (not shown) were in the last two types of household.
In the inner city sample, the major proportion of the Family Credit children were Asian, and this proportion increased from 46 per cent in 1983 to around 60 per cent from 1989.
School meals uptake by the benefit groups, between 1986 and 1989 Tables 2 and 3 and Fig. 1 show the 
In comparison, there was a slight decrease in uptake of school meals for the No Benefit children of 3 and 8 per cent for the representative and the inner city samples respectively during the two-year periods in
When the lunchtime meals of the inner city Family Credit children were analysed by ethnic group (Table 4 , and for the Family Credit children alone Fig. 2 ), the percentage of Asian Family Credit children who took school meals dropped by 42 per cent on losing eligibility for free school meals. The drop was of 10 per cent and 18 per cent for the Afro-Caribbean and Caucasian Family Credit children, respectively. More of the Asian Family Credit children changed to 'going home for lunch' than was the case for the other two ethnic groups.
School meals uptake over the decade
The uptake of school meals was less for Asian children than for Afro-Caribbean or Caucasian children at all survey dates irrespective of which benefit group was considered. The Caucasian children had consistently lower uptake than the Afro-Caribbean children, except in the case of the Income Support children, where uptake was around 90 per cent for both.
For Family Credit and No Benefit inner city children who were Afro-Caribbean or Caucasian there was a consistent trend of reducing uptake of school meals after 1989. There was also a decrease in uptake for the Family Credit children in the representative sample after 1988. By 1992 and 1993 half of the Family Credit children in each sample were not having school meals. 
School meal prices in the NSHG areas
Discussion
About six families in every hundred with dependent children in the country were receiving Family Credit at the beginning of 1991,'° which is similar to the proportion of Family Credit children found in the NSHG representative sample in the early 1990s. The general differences found here in school meal uptake for the three ethnic groups has previously been observed," school meals being most popular with Afro-Caribbean families and least popular with Asian families. Despite the cash compensation for the loss of free school meals, many of the NSHG Family Credit children stopped buying school meals in 1988. National statistics showed that the proportion of children who had free school meals dropped from 18 to 12 per cent between 1987 and 1988. 7 There are many factors which influence parents' choice.
12 ' 13 Price and child's liking for school meals were found to be the main factors associated with uptake of school meals. 12 Price was also the most important factor that could explain the sharp drop in uptake 12 which accompanied the change under the Education (No. 2 ) Act 1980 from a uniform school meal price throughout the country to the price being set by the LEAs. If price can be such an important influence for all families, it will be even more so for families that are on a strict budget, where food is considered to be a flexible budget item which can be reduced compared with other 'fixed costs' such as rent, electricity and council tax.
14 From a health perspective, the school meal system can provide an important mechanism to stimulate changes in the British diet. School meals were considered a service for all children attending school and a safety net for those children whose families were experiencing hardship. Until 1980 the Government emphasis was to provide the child with at least a third of the daily requirement for energy and between a third and a half of the daily requirement of protein. 13 After 1980, school meals were no longer required to meet nutritional standards. In our experience in the NSHG, this was reflected in a very large diversity of the nutritional content of school meals in the schools in the study. Government legislation on compulsory competitive tendering introduced in 1989 16 offered the opportunity to ask potential providers to supply school children with low-cost healthy school meals. However, the danger is that the LEAs may put cost of the service above any other consideration.
There is good evidence that most LEAs had specifications relating to healthy eating in their contracts, but the nature and detail of the specifications varies. 16 The Nutrition Task Force, with the participation of officers from the Department of Health and the Department of Education, is currently developing guidelines for use in compulsory competitive tendering. These guidelines will have a policy component to persuade LEAs, head teachers and school governors of the benefits of healthy school meals and the educational potential of applying the guidelines in the context of the national curriculum, as well as providing information on how to minimize the paperwork and time spent in the management of this activity. The guidelines will also have an advocacy side for caterers, contract managers and client services officers to provide practical advice about ingredients, attractiveness, marketing and promotion of school meals. This should include recommendations on availability of choice and the nutritional content of school meals, and suggestions for effective monitoring of the contract specifications. In pure health terms, the nutritional recommendations need to address issues related to the prevention of obesity, diseases of the circulatory system, some types of cancer, tooth decay and iron deficiency. This can be translated into the nutrient content of school meals of reduced fat content, especially saturated fats, increased fruits and vegetables, and increased carbohydrates (with the exception of sugars, which need to be decreased). If real choice is the cornerstone of the guidelines planned for the beginning of 1996 the uptake of school meals needs to increase because the provision of a wide range of alternatives is uneconomic under conditions of low demand. In this context, to create an incentive for use by those receiving Family Credit would be a step in the right direction. Extra complexities are added by the now common feature of the cafeteria system in secondary schools, which is very uncommon in primary schools.
The effect of low income on food expenditure can be seen in the 1992 national food survey by the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, 17 which showed a very sharp decrease in expenditure on each of the items meat, fish, milk, cheese and fruit (but not for eggs) as income decreases.
Although many parents recognize school meals to be good value for money, 13 for the Family Credit families the change from free school meals to making weekly payments would involve a considerable expenditure, especially in families with several children. In addition, the Family Credit Allowance for school meals is spread over the year, which makes budgeting difficult during the term time. By the early 1990s, 81 per cent of representative and 45 per cent of inner city NSHG areas were charging more than the Family Credit allowance for the school meal, and this had a continuing impact on school meal uptake. The Income Support families, who continued to be eligible for free school meals, maintained uptake of school meals of around 90 per cent throughout the decade.
Income Support families can have 100 per cent Housing Benefit and Council Tax rebate; for these latter benefits, Family Credit counts as income and there is a steep housing benefit taper with income. 10 For this reason, it was found in a sample of 2300 low income families that the net cash income advantage of Family Credit over Income Support was reduced to an average of less than £20 a week for two-parent families in 1991. 10 The average weekly cost of school meals for four children in inner city NSHG areas in 1991 was £14-40 (Table 5 , 72p per child per day), which would reduce the average net cash advantage over Income Support families to £5-50 per week.
The British Dietetic Association costed a 'healthy' diet advocated by over 90 per cent of Health Authorities, and found that a family of four on Income Support would have to spend over half their income on this (£10 per person per week in 1988, 1991 equivalent £12-12). 18 Healthy food choices reflecting customary diet patterns increase cost. 14 Packed lunches can be very healthy, but there are suggestions that packed lunches are often not so for children in general. 13 ' 19 ' 20 The child's mother can tailor food to her individual child, but school caterers have the advantage of training and nutritional guidance and are increasingly a target group for this. 3 School meals have been too high in fat in the past; 21 however, as explained above, almost all LEAs had healthy meal specifications in their school meals service contracts by 1992. 16 In contrast, the health education messages of the 1980s have not been as successful as had been hoped in influencing children and parents to improve overall diet. 22 ' 23 The reinstatement of free school meals for Family Credit families, while maintaining their benefit level, would free the parent's choice of a school meal from the demands of strict budgeting and the vagaries of area pricing policies. The very high uptake of free school meals among those entitled to the benefit over the period [1982] [1983] [1984] [1985] [1986] [1987] [1988] [1989] [1990] [1991] [1992] [1993] indicates that families are not reluctant to claim school meals for fear of the possible stigma attached to it. In families originally from the Indian subcontinent the uptake of school meals by those claiming Family Credit was slightly less than in other ethnic groups, but a tendency to increase was apparent before the change in legislation in 1988. This may be due to school meal organizers in areas with a high percentage of ethnic minorities recognizing the importance of catering for these groups. The reluctance of parents to claim free school meals when entitled is not a serious problem, except in areas where fewer children have free meals. 11 * 24 In these areas, a sensitive school policy can help to overcome this. 24 Reliance on the free school meal often as the main meal of the day 13 by poorer families puts even greater onus on the service to provide nutritious meals of quality.
The number of families on Family Credit has increased over the decade to approaching 500000 families in January 1993, 25 at which time a little over a quarter had three or more children. 25 The Government sees Family Credit as playing a vital part in maintaining an incentive to work and in helping the return to work, for families that would be low wage earners. 26 The cost to Family Credit families of school meals reduces this incentive, especially for large families. If free school meals were reintroduced for Family Credit families without removing some of their benefit, this would encourage families on Income Support to change to earning and Family Credit, boost the school meals service with extra clients, provide dietary assistance for a financially vulnerable group of children, and make a potential investment in the health of the nation.
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